SAFE CUSTODY
. I had picked it up to carry, but not to hold. Sooner
or later I should have to set it down on the floor.
And when I did, Harris would fire at the sound.
And Olivia's fingers were always about my wrist . . .
I dared not tell her to leave me. Could I have
found her ear, I do not think my whisper would have
been heard. But, even if she obeyed me, Harris
might hear her movement and think it mine. He had
no desire, of course, to fire upon her, but I had to be
put out of action, and the lady must take her chance.
There was nothing to be done but to stand still
and wait upon Harris and to pray that he would move
before I could bear no longer the weight of the bench.
But the strain upon the nerves were dreadful, and,
but for the touch of Olivia, whose hand was as steady
as when we were being wed, I do not believe I could
have stood it, but must have launched myself at where
I thought Harris stood. Instead, I tried to think of
the duels that used to be fought in darkened rooms
and how, as I have heard tell, the victory always
went to him that could the longer possess his soul.
Perhaps two minutes went by, but none of us moved.
My shoulders and arms and fingers were aching
cruelly beneath the weight of the bench. Hold it
much longer I could not, whatever befell. My tired
muscles were yielding; very soon the dead weight
would beat them and slip from my frantic fingers and
crash to the floor.
It occurred to me that the dice were loaded against
us. Had I not been so encumbered I could have
stood like a statue for half an hour. Or, had Harris
entered a moment sooner, or later—
Olivia's fingers tightened, and I strained my eyes
and ears as never before,
238

